This research set out to find how consumer self-esteem moderates the relative importance of actual self-congruity vs. ideal self-congruity on women's brand loyalty to fitness brands. College-aged women were the primary focus for this research because this demography represents an emerging consumer group and because the literature suggests women score significantly lower than men on self-esteem scales in physical appearance, athletic self, personal self, and self-satisfaction self-esteem. A survey of 151 women of 18 -24 ages was conducted supporting prior research findings that actual and ideal self-congruity are both positively correlated with brand loyalty.
Introduction
Self-congruity refers to the perceived degree of affinity between individual self-concept and a brand's perceptions [1] . Research has generally suggested that ideal self-congruity (that is, congruity between a brand and an individual's ideal self-concept) has a greater influence than actual self-congruity (that is, congruity between a brand and an individual's actual self-concept) on consumer behavior [2] [3] . However, Landon [4] found while ideal self-congruity has a greater effect than actual self-congruity for some consumers, actual self-congruity has the greater effect for others. And Malär, Krohmer, Hoyer, & Nyffenegger [5] demonstrated that actual self-congruity has a greater effect on brand attachment than ideal self-congruity and that high self-esteem strengthens the relationship More research into the effects of actual self-congruity on consumers' perception of and behavior toward brands is merited. The current study examines how consumer's self-esteem moderates the relative importance of actual self-congruity vs.
ideal self-congruity on women's brand loyalty to fitness brands. Given Malär et al.'s [5] findings and research which suggests that individuals with high self-esteem are more difficult to persuade [6] [7] , it may be that actual self-congruity has a stronger effect on brand loyalty for consumers with high self-esteem than for consumers with low self-esteem.
This research is of practical relevance to brand managers. Along with emotional brand attitude, consumer brand loyalty is one of the popular predictors of behavior toward a brand [8] . Studying self-esteem's influence on self-congruity motives and brand loyalty will help brand managers better understand and influence consumer behavior. In particular, this research focuses on the fitness market, in which self-esteem and self-concept are relevant concepts.
Ease of Use
Researchers have operationally defined the term "self-congruity" in various ways. All involve measuring similarity between some aspect of a brand and individual self-concept. Self-congruity can mean similarity between consumer self-concept and the symbolic meaning of the product itself [9] [10] [11] , similarity between consumer self-concept and the brand personality or brand-as-person [1] [3] , or similarity between consumer self-concept and the stereotypical product-user image [12] [13].
Because this research focuses on brand management, rather than product categories themselves, brand personality or stereotypical product-user image studies are more appropriate and relevant than product image studies. Of these two, more theoretical support has been provided for stereotypical product-user image studies. For example, Aguirre-Rodriguez et al.'s [2] meta-analysis found that "brand-as-person" evaluations showed a stronger self-congruity effect than stereotypical product-user image evaluations; however, Fang, Li, Mizerski and Soh [8] note that self-congruity patterns found in brand-as-person studies may be exaggerated because in the majority of these studies, brand personality congruity is the only independent variable and therefore its effect may be partially accounted for by other variables not studied. Additionally, Helgeson and Supphellen [3] found that self-congruity and brand personality are empirically discriminant and affect brand attitudes independently of each other. This suggests that the two concepts are not equivalent and studies which measure self-congruity defined as brand personality or brand-as-person may be conflating the two concepts.
Sirgy (arguably the foremost expert on self-congruity) chooses congruence this study will use the operationalization of self-congruity as perceived similarity between consumer self-concept and stereotypical product-user image both for the conceptual validity of this definition and for its simplicity.
Self-Congruity Motives. Sirgy's [14] four-part schema includes the following dimensions: actual self-concept, ideal self-concept, social self-concept and ideal social self-concept [14] . Each of these self-concept dimensions corresponds to a self-congruity motive: self-consistency motive for actual self-concept, social consistency motive for social self-concept, self-enhancement motive for ideal self-concept and social approval motive for ideal social self concept [2] . Actual vs. Ideal Congruity. Aaker [15] explains that the self-consistency motive (actual) and the self-enhancement motive (ideal) are driven by two distinct needs: consistency and positivity. Consumers' self-concepts are typically valenced positively, and the need for positivity motivates consumers to express these positive personality traits while the need for consistency motivates consumers to seek feedback consistent with their self-concepts, even if it is negatively valenced [15] . The social consistency motive and the self-enhancement motive are sometimes at odds.
Early research noted a gap of information on the relative influence of actual and ideal self-concept. Ross [16] and Dolich [10] argued that ideal self-congruity would matter more for socially conspicuous products than for privately consumed products, but Dolich [10] failed to find evidence that the self-enhancement motive was stronger than the self-consistency motive in any particular product category. Research conducted since then has provided more insight, and in 2012, Aguirre-Rodriguez et al.'s meta-analysis of degree of self-enhancement sought, which refers to how strongly an individual is influenced by actual self-motives (self-consistency and social consistency) vs. ideal self-motives (self-enhancement vs. social approval), found that enhancement-type motives have a stronger effect on consumer behavior than consistency-type motives.
However, Malär et al. [5] demonstrated that actual self-congruence has a greater effect on brand attachment than ideal self-congruence and note an increasing interest in the effects of actual self-congruity (Figure 1 ), and Graeff [17] found that there was no statistically significant difference between the effects of actual and ideal self-congruity on brand evaluations. In a study of perceived congruity with sports teams, Kwak and Kang [18] found that both actual congruity and ideal congruity explained a significant portion of variance in attendance frequency, media consumption and team loyalty but that actual congruity explained more of the variance for attendance frequency and media consumption. More research on the moderating influences that affect the importance of ideal self-congruence vs. actual self-congruence is merited.
Self-Congruity Motives
Sirgy's four-part schema includes the following dimensions: actual self-concept, ideal self-concept, social self-concept and ideal social self-concept [14] . Each of these self-concept dimensions corresponds to a self-congruity motive:
self-consistency motive for actual self-concept, social consistency motive for social self-concept, self-enhancement motive for ideal self-concept and social approval motive for ideal social self concept [2] .
Actual vs. ideal congruity. [15] explains that the self-consistency motive (actual) and the self-enhancement motive (ideal) are driven by two distinct needs: consistency and positivity. Consumers' self-concepts are typically valenced positively, and the need for positivity motivates consumers to express these positive personality traits while the need for consistency motivates consumers to seek feedback consistent with their self-concepts, even if it is negatively valenced [15] . The social consistency motive and the self-enhancement motive are sometimes at odds.
However, Malär et al. [5] demonstrated that actual self-congruence has a greater effect on brand attachment than ideal self-congruence and note an increasing interest in the effects of actual self-congruity, and Graeff [17] found that there was no statistically significant difference between the effects of actual and ideal self-congruity on brand evaluations. In a study of perceived congruity with sports teams, Kwak and Kang [18] found that both actual congruity and ideal 
Moderating Effects
Individual differences. Individual differences may be important in this discussion. Landon [4] found that while overall purchases tended to correlate more with actual self-image than with ideal self-image, some subjects (Landon calls them "actualizers") tended to purchase items more correlated with their actual self-concept and others ("perfectionists") tended to purchase items more correlated with their ideal self-concepts. Malär et al.'s [5] research suggests that product involvement, self-esteem and public self-consciousness are among the characteristics that distinguish between actualizers and perfectionists. They found that for consumers with high self-esteem, high product involvement and/or high public self-consciousness, actual self-congruence had a stronger positive effect on emotional brand attachment.
Additionally, Aaker [15] found that self-congruity motives influence brand preference more for low self-monitoring individuals (whose behavior tends to be more consistent across varying social situations) whereas situational congruity motives influence brand preference more for high self-monitoring individuals (whose behavior tends to change according to the social situation). And Graeff [17] found that for publicly consumed items, self-monitoring had a significant moderating effect on the relationships between brand evaluations and actual self-congruity and between brand evaluations and ideal self-congruity but that for privately consumed products, self-monitoring did not have a significant moderating effect on either relationship.
Sung, Choi and Pinkham [19] found that brand preference was more strongly influenced by situational cues for consumers with interdependent self-construals (emphasizing relationships and flexibility) than for than individuals with independent self-construals (emphasizing autonomy and assertiveness).
Product conspicuousness. Dolich [10] found that self-congruity has a different effect on brand preference for socially consumed vs. privately consumed products, and Graeff [17] found that ideal self-congruity is more highly correlated than actual self-congruity to brand evaluations of publicly consumed brands but that there is no significant difference between the influences of actual and ideal self-congruity on brand evaluations of privately consumed brands.
Expected Results
Because self-congruity has a positive effect on brand preference [20] , brand attitude [21] and brand loyalty [1] , it is expected that both actual self-congruity and ideal self-congruity will both have a significant positive correlation with brand H1: Actual self-congruity will be positively correlated with brand loyalty.
H2: Ideal self-congruity will be positively correlated with brand loyalty.
Self-esteem is thought to be related to an individual's readiness to be persuaded [6] [7] . Additionally, brand attachment and brand loyalty are related concepts, and Malär et al. [5] found that the influence of actual self-congruence on emotional brand attachment is greater for consumers with high self-esteem and for those with low self-esteem.Taken together, this literature led to the development of hypotheses 3a and 3b:
H3a: For participants with high self-esteem, actual self-congruity will have a stronger correlation with brand loyalty than ideal self-congruity.
H3b: For participants with low self-esteem, ideal self-congruity will have a stronger correlation with brand loyalty than actual self-congruity.
Methods
For the purpose of this study, self-esteem is defined as how positively or negatively an individual feels about himself or herself [22] . Actual self-congruity is defined as perceived similarity between the product-user image and an individual's actual self-concept (who she believes herself actually to be). Ideal self-congruity is defined as perceived similarity between the product-user image and an individual's ideal self-concept (who she would like to be).
The selected apparel brands are Nike, Lululemon Athletica, Adidas, Puma, Under Armour and Athleta. These brands were chosen because Mintel [23] ranks them as the industry leaders.
Data Collection
To answer the research question, a survey questionnaire was created and distributed via Qualtrics, an online survey software. Participants were recruited via social media. On social media, links were posted on the researcher's social networking sites. A link was then been sent to the participants via email. Note: a web-based survey is appropriate for this research project because individuals in this age group are heavy users of social and digital media.
Each respondent was directed either to respond to the self-esteem section of the survey or to the brand loyalty and self-congruity section of the survey. After completing the first, she was directed to the second.
The self-esteem section consisted the Rosenberg self-esteem scale. The brand loyalty and self-congruity section of the survey began by asking the respondent to mark which of the selected brands she uses most frequently. She then filled out the brand loyalty inventory for that brand. Next, she was directed to think about the brand following Sirgy's cognitive elaboration prompt and was instructed to respond to the actual and ideal self-congruity items in randomized order. Finally, the survey asked for demographic information, including race, age and education level. 
Samples and Characteristics
Females between the ages of 18 -24 were targeted as participants for this survey.
The survey screened respondents by asking for their age and gender, and quotas were used to ensure that 150 of the respondents were female and within 18 -24 years of age. 277 individuals opened the survey, with 151 female respondents within the ages of 18 -24 who completed the survey.
The majority of respondents identified themselves as White (n = 145, 96.0%), and of these, 4 identified themselves as of Hispanic, Latin, or Spanish origin. The remainder identified themselves as American Indian or Alaska Native (n = 4, 2.6%), Black, Afro-Caribbean, or African American (n = 3, 2.0%), Asian American or East Asian (n = 2, 1.3%), Middle Eastern or Arab American (n = 2, 1.3%), South Asian or Indian American (n = 1, 0.7%), or other (n = 1, 0.7%).
The majority of respondents had completed some higher education (n = 146, 96.7%). These respondents indicated that they had completed some undergraduate study (n = 64, 42.0%), an undergraduate degree (n = 52, 34.0%), some graduate study (n = 20, 13.2%), or a master's degree (n = 10, 6.6%). A smaller number of participants had completed only some high school (n = 2, 1.3%) or held only a high school degree (n = 3, 2.0%).
Respondents indicated varying household income levels: below $20,000 (n = 40, 26.5%), $20,000 -$29,999 (n = 19, 12.6%), $30,000 -$39,999 (n = 15, 9.9%), $40,000 -$49,999 (n = 14, 9.3%), $50,000 -$59,999 (n = 11.7.3%), $60,000 -$69,999 (n = 8, 5.3%), $70,000 -$79,999 (n = 7, 4.6%), $80,000 -$89,999 (n = 10, 6.6%), and $90,000 or more (n = 27, 17.9%).
Concepts and Measurements
The global measure of self-congruity. The survey questionnaire evaluated self-congruity using Sirgy et al.'s [13] global measure of self-congruity. This measure is superior to other methods because it measures self-congruity directly and without predetermined traits, allows for high cognitive elaboration, and can be adapted to measure actual and ideal self-concepts independently.
Impression Formation Processes
Traditionally, researchers have studied self-congruity using a trait-by-trait analysis of both self-concept and product-user image, then comparing evaluations of brands to individuals' evaluations of their own self concepts by calculating a mathematical discrepancy [13] . For example, Dolich [10] used a series of semantic differentials to measure real self-concept, ideal self-concept and brand images. Heath and Scott [24] measured perceived brand user personality using a 24-item five-point scale. Hamilton and Sun [25] used a 15-item seven-point scale to measure self-image, ideal brand-image and perceived brand image.
Some support exists for this comparison method [26] ; however, trait-by-trait analysis also has its detractors. Sirgy et al. [13] argue that consumers view brands holistically, rather than as a series of individual traits. The researchers also note elicits a stronger self-congruity effect. Cognitive elaboration. Cognitive elaboration refers to the degree to which a study asks consumers to think about their responses to questions about self-congruity. Some studies ask for quick judgments (simply asking the respondent to rate associated traits or congruence with the brand) while others encourage a longer thought process (by asking the respondent to envision a scenario rating associated traits or congruence with the brand) [2] .
Sirgy et al. [13] recommend a high cognitive elaboration technique. The researchers advise instructing respondents first to contemplate the product, then imagine the kind of person who uses the product and apply adjectives to this typical user before finally indicating the degree to the product is consistent with how respondents see themselves. The study gives this example:
" Take [2] meta-analysis supports such high cognitive elaboration techniques. The researchers found that studies that employed high cognitive elaboration showed stronger self-congruity effects than those that used low cognitive elaboration. 1) The personality of the user of this brand is consistent with how I see myself (my actual self).
2) This user of this brand is a mirror image of me (my actual self).
3) This personality of the user of this brand is consistent with how I would like to be (my ideal self).
4) This user of this brand is a mirror image of the person I would like to be (my ideal self).
Measures of brand loyalty. Brand loyalty is one of the most common cognitive measures used to predict consumer behavior toward a brand [8] . Whereas brand attachment measures only a customer's emotional bond and feelings toward a brand [5] , brand loyalty is a "deeply held commitment to rebuy or repa- As a further measure of consumer behavior regarding the selected brands, the survey will include one item that asks about brand use. The item will ask respondents to answer on a scale from 1 -7 how frequently they use each brand in the study. Their use of the brand they select as most likely to prefer will be recorded as the variable "BrandUse."
Measures of self-esteem. Self-esteem can be defined as how positively or negatively an individual feels about himself or herself [22] . It is not the same as one's self-concept but rather the positive or negative evaluation of that self-concept. Consumer self-esteem is relevant in studies of persuasion efforts. Malär et al. [5] noted its relation to the effect of self-congruity motives on brand attachment. Researchers believe individuals with high self-esteem are less easily persuaded than individuals with low self-esteem [6] , and Zeidmen [7] found that participants with low self-esteem were more likely to be persuaded by high fear messages.
The Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale [29] is the most commonly used measure of self-esteem [29] . It is a 10-item Likert-type scale including the following statements:
1) I feel that I am a person of worth, at least on an equal plane with others.
2) I feel that I have a number of good qualities.
3) All in all, I am inclined to feel that I am a failure. 
Reliability of Scales
Brand loyalty, actual self-congruity, ideal self-congruity, and self-esteem were all measured using summated scales. A test of reliability was performed for each scale.
Four items were used to measure the concept of brand loyalty. These four items formed a new variable titled, "BLoyalty." Internal consistency for these items was analyzed using Cronbach's alpha. The alpha was 0.868.
Two items were used to measure the concept of actual self-congruity. These two items formed a new variable titled, "ASC." Internal consistency for these items was analyzed using Cronbach's alpha. The alpha was 0.879.
Two items were used to measure the concept of ideal self-congruity. These two items formed a new variable titled, "ISC." Internal consistency for these items was analyzed using Cronbach's alpha. The alpha was 0.788.
Ten items were used to measure the concept of ideal self-congruity. These ten items formed a new variable titled, "SEsteem." Internal consistency for these items was analyzed using Cronbach's alpha. The alpha was 0.858.
Because only one item was used to measure use of preferred brand, a Cronbach's alpha was not calculated for this concept.
Results
SPSS was used to model the structural relationship suggested by the conceptual loyalty. The hypothesis is that actual self-congruence and ideal self-congruence will both be positively correlated with brand loyalty.
To test H3, a moderation analysis was used to calculate how self-esteem moderates actual self-congruity and ideal self-congruity's effects on brand loyalty.
The hypothesis is that low self-esteem will increase ideal self-congruity's effect on brand loyalty and high self-esteem will increase actual self-congruity's effect on brand loyalty.
H1 stated actual self-congruity will be positively correlated with brand loyalty. H3a and H3b examined the degree to which self-esteem moderated the relationships between actual self-congruity and brand loyalty and between ideal self-congruity and brand loyalty. To test H3a and H3b, I assessed interaction effects for self-esteem using Hayes' PROCESS macro in SPSS. Self-esteem and the independent variable (actual or ideal self-congruity) were entered into an ordinary least-squares regression model to test their effects on brand loyalty. In both cases, the overall regression models were significant, but no significant interaction was found.
A significant regression equation was found to predict respondents' brand loyalty based on their actual self-congruity (F (3, 147) = 5.9327, p < 0.001). Respondents' predicted brand loyalty is equal to 4.575 -0.0916 (Self-Esteem) + 0.0942(Actual Self-Congruity) + 0.0465 (Self-Esteem × Actual Self-Congruity).
However, no significant interaction effect was found (B = 0.0465, p > 0.05).
Self-esteem does not significantly moderate the relationship between actual self-congruity and brand loyalty. H3a was not supported. See Table 1 .
A significant regression equation was found to predict respondents' brand Table 1 . Summary of Moderation Analysis for Interaction of Self-Esteem on the Relationship between Actual Self-Congruity and Brand Loyalty (N = 151). However, no significant interaction effect was found (B = 0.0200, p > 0.05).
Self-esteem does not significantly moderate the relationship between ideal self-congruity and brand loyalty. H3b was not supported. See Table 2 .
To further examine the relationships between actual and ideal self-congruity and brand loyalty, a multiple regression analysis was performed. A significant regression model was found to predict respondent's brand loyalty based on both their actual self-congruity and their ideal self-congruity (F (2, 148) = 15.683, p < 0.001); however, only ideal self-congruity was a significant predictor (p < 0.05).
Respondents' predicted brand loyalty is equal to 3.622 + 0.143 (Actual SelfCongruity) + 0.321 (Ideal Self-Congruity). See Table 3 .
To further examine the relationships between actual and ideal self-congruity and use of preferred brand, a multiple regression analysis was performed. A significant regression model was found to predict respondent's use of preferred brand based on both their actual self-congruity and their ideal self-congruity (F (2, 148) = 9.959, p < 0.001); however, only actual self-congruity was a significant predictor (p < 0.05). Respondents' predicted use of preferred brand is equal to 3.234 + 0.223 (Actual Self-Congruity) + 0.166(Ideal Self-Congruity). See Table   4 . To further examine the role of self-esteem in consumer preferences and behaviors, a Pearson correlation coefficient was calculated for the relationship be- Table 5 .
Discussion and Conclusion
This research was intended to examine self-esteem's moderation of actual and ideal self-congruity on brand loyalty. Data analysis yielded the following findings: 1) Actual and ideal self-congruity are both positively correlated with brand loyalty.
2) Actual and ideal self-congruity are both positively correlated with use of preferred brand.
3) Ideal self-congruity was a significant predictor of brand loyalty; however, actual-self congruity was not.
4) Actual self-congruity was a significant predictor of use of preferred brand;
however, ideal self-congruity was not. 5) Self-esteem did not significantly moderate the relationship between actual self-congruity and brand loyalty or ideal self-congruity and brand loyalty. 6) Self-esteem was positively correlated with and was a significant predictor of use of preferred brand.
Self-Congruity Effects
Because actual and ideal self-congruity were both positively correlated with brand loyalty, H1 and H2 were supported. In addition, actual and ideal self-congruity were both positively correlated with use of preferred brands.
These findings are all consistent with prior research findings that self-congruity has a positive effect on brand preference [20] , brand attitude [21] and brand loyal-
Actual vs. Ideal Self-Congruity
Aguirre-Rodriguez et al.'s meta-analysis of self-congruity studies [2] suggests that enhancement-type motives generally have a stronger effect on consumer behavior than consistency-type motives, but existing research suggests the strength of actual vs. ideal congruity effects depends on a number of factors, the outcome being measured, and the context in which the product is used.
For some consumers, actual self-congruity has a greater effect on purchases than ideal self-congruity [4] , and for consumers with high self-esteem, high product involvement and/or high public self-consciousness, actual self-congruence had a stronger positive effect on emotional brand attachment [5] .
Although this study's findings did not identify a moderator of ideal and actual self-congruity effects on brand loyalty, it does contribute to body of research on the differing influences of ideal and actual self-congruity. Although actual and ideal self-congruity were both positively correlated with both brand loyalty and use of preferred brand, only ideal self-congruity was a significant predictor of brand loyalty, and only actual self-congruity was a significant predictor of brand use. This suggests that ideal and actual self-congruity are both important in consumer research but play distinct roles.
The Role of Self-Esteem
Malär et al. [5] demonstrated that high self-esteem strengthens the relationship between actual self-congruity and emotional brand attachment. Thus, H3a predicted that for participants with high self-esteem, actual self-congruity will have a stronger correlation with brand loyalty than ideal self-congruity, and H3b predicted that for participants with low self-esteem, ideal self-congruity will have a stronger correlation with brand loyalty than actual self-congruity.
However, neither H3a nor H3b was supported by the results. Although a significant regression model was found for each hypothesis, no significant interaction was found. Self-esteem was not shown to moderate actual or ideal self-congruity effects on brand loyalty.
One reason for not demonstrating a significant interaction could be consumers' varying levels of product involvement with fitness apparel and of public self-consciousness. Malär et al. [5] found that for consumers with high product involvement or high public self-consciousness, actual self-congruence had a stronger positive effect on emotional brand attachment. Thus, product involvement or public self-consciousness may have been a confounding variable.
Another reason for not demonstrating a significant interaction could be that this study only examined one product category. Graeff [17] found that ideal selfcongruity is more highly correlated than actual self-congruity to brand evalua- Nonetheless, self-esteem did play a role in consumer behavior. It was positively correlated with and was a significant predictor of use of preferred brand.
Participants with higher self-esteem were more likely to use their preferred fitness apparel brand frequently.
Limitations
This research had some limitations for several reasons. First, a convenience sampling method was used, and the research focused only on females ages 18 -24. Majority of these respondents were white and held at least some college education. This does not well represent the general population. Thus, the results cannot be extrapolated to a general audience. Additionally, the survey asked about a limited number of brands and focused only on fitness apparel.
Future Research
Future research might examine self-esteem's moderation of actual and ideal selfcongruity effects more accurately by accounting for some of the possible confounding variables. Given Malär et al.'s [5] finding that high product involvement increases the effect of actual self-congruence on emotional brand attachment, researchers might replicate this study but limit the population to respondents who indicate high product involvement. Or to control for the effects of public and private consumption, researchers could replicate the study with several product categories and include both publicly-consumed and private-consumed items [17] .
The finding that self-esteem is a significant predictor of use of preferred brand suggests further research into the role of self-esteem in consumer decision-making.
An interesting direction for researching self-esteem would be to examine how positive self-esteem messages influence ideal and actual self-congruity effects on brand loyalty, brand preference, or brand emotional attachment.
Researchers could answer this question with a survey experiment that assigns respondents randomly to one of two conditions: advertisements with or without positive self-esteem messages. The survey would first ask respondents about their actual and ideal self-congruity with each brand, then expose them to the advertisements in their respective conditions, and finally ask them to fill out a brand loyalty, brand preference, and/or brand emotional attachment inventory.
A moderation analysis could then be conducted to determine whether or not self-esteem messages moderate the effects of actual and ideal self-congruity on these brand metrics.
Conclusion
The results of this study reaffirm self-congruity theory by demonstrating that 
